Indem er ja sagt, indem er nein sagt Indem er schlagt, indem er geschlagen wird Indem er sich hier gesellt, indem er sich dort gesellt So bildet sich der Mensch, indem er sich andert Und so entsteht sein Bild in uns Indem er uns gleicht and indem er uns nicht gleicht. (1) Brecht's words --"So man forms himself, by changing himself. And so his picture develops in us. By being like us and by not being like us "--serve as a motto not just for Kant's book, but perhaps also for his own participation as a writer, humanist, and Marxist-Leninist in the dialectical process of change. It (May 1976) , the controversy has become the most critical matter in the cultural policies of the GDR, a country where literature is taken much more seriously than in the United States.
In this interview, Hermann Kant, in the tradition of the Eighth and Ninth Party Congresses, represents a broad interpretation of the concept of socialist realism, while at the same time advocating the responsibility of the author visa vis the socialist society.
He asks whether too much rapid change can be beneficial for society as a whole and answers that both tolerance and caution are required. Perhaps even more important than what was said is the fact that this interview with an author from the GDR could take place at all. One can only hope that the discussion, with other GDR writers as well, will continue in the future.
JH: When I was in the GDR, I noticed that one could find a number of American books and films there. However, in the United States not much GDR literature is readily available. In your opinion, which works from the GDR would be of interest to an American audience?
2 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 4, Iss. 1 [1979] Zeit, Nr. 8, 1979) , expressed the opinion that it is difficult to produce "Gegenwartsstiicke," like Die Au la, which were written a few years ago and which are concerned with problems that no long exist. How HK: No, I don't agree at all. Things which one took seriously earlier retain a portion of their seriousness for all times. Just because plays are done with humor today doesn't mean that the problems they treat aren't to be taken seriously. I think that humor in general is one of the few ways of actually coming to terms with things that are serious. By the way, the novel is a thoroughly humorous novel, and it's no new discovery if Krop lin thinks that the play should be done with humor, because it is supposed to be humorous. It is the story of a victory over a handicap, and therefore, one should laugh.
JH: As we know, Die Au la is a "Gegenwartsstiick." But how would you define "Gegenwartsliteratur"? For many students of American literature, that concept is foreign indeed.
HK: Yes, I think that's an understandable question, because the designation "Gegenwartsliteratur" does place the work, at least to a certain extent, in a special category. For me, the question is really whether or not the work is real literature, and, if so, then it is of little importance whether it is set during the Thirty Years War, or yesterday. So for me, "Gegenwartsliteratur" is literature that is of value for the present day, that has meaning for today, that is important for today. Only then can one add the second concept--that "Gegenwartsliteratur" has to do with things taking place in the recent past, and which we know very well still concern us or once concerned us. But, I am very much against a narrow defini-tion of this concept, against limiting it to the breathless immediacy of today's news. There is no sense in that. An author who lets himself in for a race with the calendar often sets himself up for failure. You can write about any topic you choose, but your work has to have meaning beyond the immediate present. That is the most important thing--not whether works result from the present, but whether they have value for the future.
JH: Isn't there a danger in "Gegenwartsliteratur," namely that it is difficult to understand in other times and in other cultures. These works don't translate well, do they?
HK: That appears to be a tempting conclusion, but I am not so certain that it is entirely true. Let's take two examples we all know: Plenzdorf's Die neuen Leiden des jungen W., is a very successful example of literature which has issued from and cannot be divorced from the milieu of the GDR, and yet which has generated interest in many parts of the world. Or, to stick stubbornly to my own work, Die Aula, as I mentioned, is a work which is read beyond the borders of the GDR. As I mentioned, it was translated into twenty other languages, and is the most frequently re-printed GDR work in the FRG, where the social conditions are clearly quite different and where the background of the readers is different from that of a GDR audience. Lack So, those would be the characteristics of the first period. The second period is characterized by the attempt to depict the new social reality of the GDR, including its basis in industry and agriculture. I need only to mention the catchword "Bitterfelder Weg."
It was around for a long time and led to some useful things. Once the Times Literary Supplement defined the difference between West German and GDR literature in the following way: the West German literary world has little to do with the work-a-day world; in the GDR it almost always does, at least during the period of the Bitterfelder Weg.(3) That was an important catching-up process, and like all processes that are oriented towards catching up, it had to have its end, had to result in a normalization. And that's where we are today. I think that we now have a literature which would not be able to mention something it was not interested in. Diversity has increased greatly. We have not forgotten the old, but we have added the new.
JH: In your opinion, what were the greatest accomplishments in GDR literature in the last thirty years? HK: I would like to point out very diplomatically that I have an elective office as President of the GDR Writers Union, and if I were to start passing out grades, I would have difficulties at the next election! My colleagues might not elect me again; actually that might be just fine with me, but I wouldn't want to provoke the matter in this way! JH: In which aspects of your own work, then, do you see your
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 4, Iss. 1 [1979] (4) HK: Yes, that's again a very complicated matter; please forgive me if I present things in a very condensed manner. Basically, it was less a literary affair than a political one, a political affair that took place in the literary arena. You must consider the following: we have made enormous gains in the cultural area in the last ten years, more specifically in the literary area. We have achieved a great deal. The diversity of our literature has increased astonishingly. Also, the social standing of the author has improved. This has occurred at the same time as the process of detente, which has affected our society in every respect. We all know that a series of treaties which aim at détente and the reduction of animosity between the two German states were ratified. These two elements--the development of a social consciousness of authors and the greater reduction of international tension--have, in my opinion, led to an attitude among some of my colleagues that if that is possible, then everything else has to be possible as well. They, then, look to the realization of every dream and every plan. Others, including myself, are opposed to this view. We believe that we have reached what we have because of a stubborn struggle, rational discussion, and hard negotiation. We feel it is not possible to jump immediately from one situation into the next; we must proceed with caution and thought. This, in short, has caused the basic difference between the two groups. Some of my colleagues One of the consequences of the thesis that writing literature is work just like any other work is that this work must be carried out without sensationalism and without putting excessive demands on one's partner (i.e., the state apparatus, JEH). I do think that an author does something special but he cannot demand a special status for himself. And furthermore, I think that if there are differences of opinion, then one should not ally himself with outsiders who will exploit these differences in an unfriendly way. That is very important. I have no sympathy for those who join up with the opposition just because they want to fight with me. I can very well understand that someone may not be of my opinion, but the discussion must take place at home, among ourselves, with our means, for us, and with the goal to improve the situation, and not just to create sensation. JH: And finally, the obligatory concluding question: What are you working on now? Will there be a novel about America? HK: Ever since good old Kafka bequeathed us an Amerika-fragment, one should be forewarned before he lets himself in for such a gigantic theme. Of course, it would be possible to create some-
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